around the coast and across the sandy flats with the tide out. As we turned back to look out to see we noticed the reflections of the sun on the rippled sand and trapped pools of water. We saw the colours. We saw a Bridget Riley there before us. support, were placed in the small rooms the sufferers had once inhabited, cut off from the world by a disease that eats away at the body. To be a leper is to be cast out from a fearful, abjecting society, and to suffer unimaginable psychic anguish. Each painting had a small luggage label attached to it with string and bearing a phrase written in Norwegian and English; each spoke of the personÕs past via an object (ÔI used this tureen on SundaysÕ) or of the precious objects that related to that past (ÔThis is a special hook for mending netsÕ). Himid has written: The title Cotton.com combines a plant that is made into a fabric and an
Internet handle, shorthand for commerce and business. As a result the former, a plant or a woven cloth becomes a commodity Ð as did those forced to pick cotton under specific historical conditions. It is against the human violence and violation inscribed in this brevity that a beautiful, elaborate and profound work unfurls. She imagined the Manchester workers unloading, unpacking and sorting the compressed bolls; finding hairs, bits of fabric, fingernails, toenails, blood, skin and so many tangible traces of real bodies on the other side of the Atlantic. ÔClothÕ, she has noted, is not just a message from another set of workers. The cotton carried a human trace, from the set of bleeding hands that had picked it in scorching heat, to the hands that sorted it prior to its arrival in yet more hands, some childrenÕs, for spinning and weaving.
For When Himid says that her work touches again and again on the way the political world crashes in on her personal everyday, she refuses the split and speaks directly, in her own first person. Her extraordinary creativity over forty years has been a sustained battle to find her own forms, through which to speak in the first person;
and more, to be seen and heard in that singularity as this artist. The power of her work resides, however, in the specific threads she weaves with the labour of the studio: the making, the painting, the poetic phrasing, the endless care with materials, all infused with the memories of places and a sense of a historical obligation to remember.
Threaded through the dire histories delivered by political and economic violence is the counter force of the sheer brilliance of a sustained, resilient, inventive, incredibly knowledgeable, sharp and generous creativity. The dialectic of mournfulness and the relentless refusal to be effaced arises from her workÕs affective attunement to the human Ð to thinking, feeling, making, doing; to being ever-vulnerable and always resisting Ð dimensions of the places, stories and histories of Black experience. Even this journey to see Cotton.com has revealed the aesthetic and historical complexity this artist creates, work by work, making space and giving voice.
